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The Maimonidean Controversy

4 Phases
1. The First Clash - During Rambam'’s Life (1180-1204)
a. R Samuel Ben Ali (Baghdad)
b. RaBad of Posquieres (17ax0)
c. R. Meirb. Todros ha-Levi Abulafia of Toledo (nn1 1) [‘Resurrection Controversy”]
2. Second Clash - 1230-1235 in Europe
a. Anti-Maimunists
i. R Shlomo Ben Avraham of Montpellier
ii. R Yonah of Gerondi (narr 11'an)
iii. R Judah Ben Alfakhar
b. Maimunists
i. R David Ben Kimhi
c. Peacemaker - R Moshe Ben Nachman (|"ann)
3. The Third Climax: A Renewed Outbreak of the Controversy in 1288—1290
4. The Fourth and Final Climax: 1300-1306
a. R Shlomo Ben Aderet (X"awN)
b. R Abba Mari Astruc ha-Yarhi
¢. R Menahem b. Solomon Meiri ("1'&knin)

Dr. Daniel Silver, Maimonidean Criticism and Controversy

History enjoys its paradoxes. Not the least among these is the
unexpected discovery that the Maimonidean Controversy was es-
sentially not a debate over Maimonides. Neither the virtue of the
man nor the verity of his specific formulations was at stake. Both
attacker and defender praised him. Without exception all homaged
his piety and learning, and with few exceptions neither the critics
nor the protagonists had read the Moreh carefully. The pages of
Maimonides’ vast and varied literary legacy became a battlefield
by virtue of their author's unique genius and unrivaled fame which
established him as symbol of an entire cultural matrix, Even in his
lifetime Maimonides had become seal and symbol of the many-
centuried tradition which in all solemnity had married Greek
categories of thought to Hebraic categories of faith. Anti-Mai-
monideans disapproved the marriage, not the man. Maimonideans
applauded the marriage as a fitting union of two high born tra-
ditions.

Why Was the Rambam Controversial?

Rambam, Introduction to the Mishneh Torah

40 In our time, severe troubles come one after another, and all are in distress; the wisdom of our sages has
disappeared, and the understanding of our discerning men is hidden. Thus, the commentaries, the responses
to questions, and the settled laws that the Geonim wrote, which had once seemed clear, have in our times
become hard to understand, so that only a few properly understand them. And one hardly needs to mention




the Talmud itself--the Babylonian Talmud, the Jerusalem Talmud, the Sifra, the Sifre, and the Toseftot--which
all require a broad mind, a wise soul, and considerable time, before one can correctly know from them what is
forbidden or permitted and the other rules of the Torah.

41 For this reason, |, Moshe son of Ribbi Maimon the Sephardi, found that the current situation is unbearable;
and so, relying on the help of the Rock blessed be He, | intently studied all these books, for | saw fit to write
what can be determined from all of these works in regard to what is forbidden and permitted, and unclean and
clean, and the other rules of the Torah: Everything in clear language and terse style, so that the whole Oral
Law would become thoroughly known to all, without bringing problems and solutions or differences of view, but
rather clear, convincing, and correct statements in accordance with the law drawn from all of these works and
commentaries that have appeared from the time of Our Holy Teacher to the present.

42 This is so that all the rules should be accessible to the small and to the great in the rules of each and every
commandment and in the rules of the legislations of the sages and prophets: in short, so that a person should
need no other work in the World in the rules of any of the laws of Israel; but that this work would collect the
entire Oral Law, including the positive legislations, the customs, and the negative legislations enacted from the
time of Moshe Our Teacher until the writing of the Talmud, as the Geonim interpreted it for us in all of the
works of commentary they wrote after the Talmud. Thus, | have called this work the [Complete] Restatement
of the [Oral] Law (Mishneh Torah), for a person reads the Written Law first and then reads this work, and
knows from it the entire Oral Law, without needing to read any other book between them.
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The foundation of all foundations and the pillar of wisdom is to know that there is a Primary Being who brought
into being all existence. All the beings of the heavens, the earth, and what is between them came into
existence only from the truth of His being.
If one would imagine that He does not exist, no other being could possibly exist.
If one would imagine that none of the entities aside from Him exist, He alone would continue to exist, and the
nullification of their [existence] would not nullify His existence, because all the [other] entities require Him and
He, blessed be He, does not require them nor any one of them. Therefore, the truth of His [being] does not
resemble the truth of any of their [beings].
This is implied by the prophet's statement [Jeremiah 10:10]: "And God, your Lord, is true" - i.e., He alone is
true and no other entity possesses truth that compares to His truth. This is what [is meant by] the Torah's
statement [Deuteronomy 4:35]: "There is nothing else aside from Him" - i.e., aside from Him, there is no true
existence like His.
This entity is the God of the world and the Lord of the entire earth. He controls the sphere with infinite and
unbounded power. This power [continues] without interruption, because the sphere is constantly revolving, and
it is impossible for it to revolve without someone causing it to revolve. [That one is] He, blessed be He, who
causes it to revolve without a hand or any [other] corporeal dimension.
The knowledge of this concept is a positive commandment, as [implied byExodus 20:2]: "l am God, your
Lord...."
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Anyone who presumes that there is another god transgresses a negative commandment, as [Exodus 20:3]
states: "You shall have no other gods before Me" and denies a fundamental principle [of faith], because this is
the great principle [of faith] upon which all depends.

This God is one. He is not two or more, but one, unified in a manner which [surpasses] any unity that is found
in the world; i.e., He is not one in the manner of a general category which includes many individual entities, nor
one in the way that the body is divided into different portions and dimensions. Rather, He is unified, and there
exists no unity similar to His in this world.

If there were many gods, they would have body and form, because like entities are separated from each other
only through the circumstances associated with body and form.

Were the Creator to have body and form, He would have limitation and definition, because it is impossible for a
body not to be limited. And any entity which itself is limited and defined [possesses] only limited and defined
power. Since our God, blessed be His name, possesses unlimited power, as evidenced by the continuous
revolution of the sphere, we see that His power is not the power of a body. Since He is not a body, the
circumstances associated with bodies that produce division and separation are not relevant to Him. Therefore,
it is impossible for Him to be anything other than one.

The knowledge of this concept fulfills a positive commandment, as [implied byDeuteronomy 6:4]: "[Hear,
Israel,] God is our Lord, God is one."
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The Holy One, blessed be He, recognizes His truth and knows it as it is. He does not know with a knowledge
which is external to Him in the way that we know, for ourselves and our knowledge are not one. Rather, the
Creator, may He be blessed, He, His knowledge, and His life are one from all sides and corners, in all manners
of unity.

Were He to live as life is [usually conceived], or know with a knowledge that is external from Him, there would
be many gods, Him, His life, and His knowledge. The matter is not so. Rather, He is one from all sides and
corners, in all manners of unity. Thus, you could say, "He is the Knower, He is the Subject of Knowledge, and
He is the Knowledge itself." All is one.

This matter is beyond the ability of our mouths to relate, [or our] ears to hear, nor is there [the capacity] within
the heart of man to grasp it in its entirety. [In expression of this concept, Genesis 42:15] states: "chay (By the
life) of Pharaoh" and [| Samuel 25:26] states "chay, (By the life) of your soul," but [ISamuel, ibid.] does not say:
"chay, (By the life) of God" but chai Adonai, “As God lives.” [This shows] that the Creator and His life are not
two, as are the lives of living beings or the lives of the angels.

Thus, He does not recognize and know the creations in terms of the creations as we know them, but rather He
knows them in terms of Himself. Thus, since He knows Himself, He knows everything, for the existence of
everything else is dependent on Him.

The concepts that we have mentioned about the subject matter in these two chapters are like a drop from the
sea [when compared to] what is necessary to explain this matter. The explanation of all the fundamental
principles of these two chapters is referred to as Ma’aseh Merkavah, (lit. “the work of [G-d’s] chariot.”)
The Sages of the early generations commanded that these matters should not be explained except to a single
individual [at a time]. He should be a wise man, who can reach understanding with his [powers of] knowledge.
In such an instance, he is given fundamental points, and an outline of the concepts is made known to him. He
[is expected to continue to contemplate] until he reaches understanding with his powers of knowledge and
knows the ultimate meaning and depth of the concept.
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The Guide to the Perplexed, 2:25

WE do not reject the Eternity of the Universe, because certain passages in Scripture confirm the Creation; for
such passages are not more numerous than those in which God is represented as a corporeal being; nor is it
impossible or difficult to find for them a suitable interpretation. We might have explained them in the same
manner as we did in respect to the Incorporeality of God. We should perhaps have had an easier task in
showing that the Scriptural passages referred to are in harmony with the theory of the Eternity of the Universe
if we accepted the latter, than we had in explaining the anthropomorphisms in the Bible when we rejected the
idea that God is corporeal. For two reasons, however, we have not done so, and have not accepted the
Eternity of the Universe. First, the Incorporeality of God has been demonstrated by proof: those passages in
the Bible, which in their literal sense contain statements that can be refuted by proof, must and can be
interpreted otherwise. But the Eternity of the Universe has not been proved; a mere argument in favour
of a certain theory is not sufficient reason for rejecting the literal meaning of a Biblical text, and
explaining it figuratively, when the opposite theory can be supported by an equally good argument.

Letter of R David Kimchi to R Judah Alfakhar
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Letter of R Judah Alfakhar to Rav David Kimchi
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They have filled their belly with the foolishness of the Greeks ... they ... make fun ... of the trusting souls....
They did not enter profoundly into the ways of our Torah; the ways of alien children suffice for them. But for the
words of [Maimonides], but for the fact that they live out of the mouth of his works ... they would have slipped
almost entirely.
It is not only a matter of false spiritual pride and alien culture; it is also a case born of social necessity:
God save and guard us, my teachers, from such a fate. Look about and see: is there a pain like our pain? For
the sons have been exiled from their fathers' tables; they have defiled themselves with the food of gentiles and
the wine of their feasts. They have mixed with them and become used to their deeds ... courtiers have been
permitted to study Greek wisdom, to become acquainted with medicine, to learn mathematics and geometry,
other knowledge and tricks, so that they make a living in royal courts and palaces....Did he trouble himself for



your sake, you geniuses of the Talmud? He saw himself compelled and constrained to structure a work which
would offer refuge from the Greek philosophers.... Have you ever listened to their words, have you ever been
misled by their proofs?"
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Dr David Berger, How Did Nachmanides Propose to Resolve the Maimonidean Controversy

— What, then, did Nahmanides propose to resolve the Maimonidean
controversy? First, the ban on the Sefer ha-Madda¢, which is a wonderful
book, must be lifted. Second, the ban on :‘BEE:L?&Z(]:&E&E&T&%@
applies to private as well as public study, must be lifted as well. Third, a
ban on group study of the Guide should be instituted. Fourth and finally,
the study of philosophy should be entirely discouraged, but Ee—ﬁa}—and
without a ban.

" Read in this fashion, the letter is smooth and clear—but the fourth
point remains troubling. Nahmanides had studied Maimonidean
philosophy, and he continued to do so. The letter of R. Hai is explicitly
directed to a great scholar, and so we cannot easily appeal to special
dispensation for exceptional people. I am inclined to think that this
provision results in part from the exigencies of the moment and in part
from a genuine element in the complex psyche of the author. Nahmanides
was of two minds as he struggled with the question of philosophical
study. In his own very capable hands, it could be a useful handmaiden

“of the Torah; for most others, it was fraught with peril. The gentle
discouragement of this pursuit—even if applied to scholars—was by no
means bad public policy, particularly if it could persuade the Northern
Rabbis to withdraw their damaging ban.20

Faced with a major communal crisis, Nahmanides crafted a delicately
balanced resolution. Even though the proposal was never implemented in
~ all its details, it may well have been instrumental in helping_t_Me a

situation which jeopardized cordial intellectual and communal interaction
among the three great centers of European Jewry in the formative period
of their relationship. I suspect that the rabbis of Northern France regarded
Nahmanides’ suggestion as so nuanced that pursui;lg it would only lead
them deeper into the morass. After reading it they deddemey
should leave this matter in the hands of the local authorities, and they
simply withdrew from the fray, perhaps after a formal revocation of their
ban.?! In the final analysis, it is more than likely that this was precisely
what Nahmanides preferred and precisely what the Jews of Europe
needed as they shaped their distinctive cultural and religious profiles

aware of one another but driven by diverse instincts and aspirations to

produce the rich and varied tapestry of a united and divided people.

Analysis - Worlds Apart

Haim Ben Sasson

Maimonides' works reached Christian Europe, chiefly in the southwest — Spain and Provence — entering a
cultural and social climate very different from the one in which they had been created in the Arabic-Islamic



culture of Egypt. As we have seen, Maimonides' authority in the Mishneh Torah had been criticized halakhically
by Ravad and *Moses ha-Kohen, among others. The Christian Reconquest was proceeding apace in the
Iberian peninsula. Mystical tendencies and visionary approaches began to find explicit and strong expression

in the developing *Kabbalah of Provence and Spain. Jews everywhere were suffering from the impact of the
*Crusades, with martyrdom (*Kiddush ha-Shem) in their wake. Maimonides' grand attempt at a synthesis
between the Jewish faith and Greek-Arabic Aristotelian philosophy was received with enthusiasm in
some circles, mainly of the upper strata of Jewish society, and with horror and dismay in others,
imbued with mysticism and dreading the effects of Greek thought on Jewish beliefs.

Yet in Maimonides' time radical changes were taking place in Jewish communities in Europe. The influence of
the Christian environment became more pervasive.

Dr Daniel Silver, Maimonidean Criticism and Controversy

The figure of Solomon which begins to emerge is that of a
competent halachist and sturdy moralist who was rendered
heartsick by the novelties and religious laxity of those who
preferred to argue faith than to abide it. Had he provocation ?
Undoubtedly, although we can name no names. Was there
reason for his urgency ? Undoubtedly, his was not a quiet age
in a quiet province. His was the Provence of the Albigensian
Crusade. His Jewish community was under the Church
Militant. Such a community, if it were to survive, needed
sturdy faith and faithful unity. Basically we have here the
opposition of two Weltanschauungs rather than of any dia-
lectic between obscurantism and enlightenment. Even Abra-
ham Maimonides sensed as much:

If the books have not reached you how did the vagrant
thought occur to you to speak angrily and to shame a sage

(Maimonides) whose universal reverence you must recognize
... Behold your control is great in matters of permission
and prohibition (halacha—Talmud), that is your priority.
It is consecrated work, but how can you prohibit in an area
with which you are not familiar. .. 38

Haim Ben Sasson, The Maimonidean Controversy

The problems of the synthesis between Judaism and other cultures, of the proper content of Jewish education,
and of the right way to God—through reason or through mystic union—has remained, though formulations and
expressions have changed considerably

WebYeshiva, Rabbi Yitzchak Blau

Furthermore, different communities have varying needs. The rabbis of Northern France lived in a society
unexposed to prevailing philosophical trends. They could ignore questions raised by the encounter with Greek
and Islamic philosophy. The rabbis of Spain had no such luxury and Rambam provided a model for a Jewish
response to Aristotelian thought. At one point, Ramban asks the French rabbis why they included Spain in the
purview of their ban (p. 343). Each community must address its particular situation.

Jose Faur, Anti-Maimonidean Demons




The purpose of this paper is to question this truism. In the ancient
communities of Syria, Egypt, and Yemen, and throughout North
Africa, where Maimonides’ works and intellectual tradition reigned
supreme, none of the above took place. Why? For reasons having
to do more with ideology than scholarship, historians failed to take
into consideration the connection between the triumph of the anti-
Maimonideans, the rise of Qabbala,” and the decay of Jewish learn-
mng and leadership, leading to mass conversions and culminating
in the Expulsion of 1492. It may not be superfluous to point out
that mass apostasy to Christianity took place afier not before the ban
against Maimonides. Nobody cared to notice that apostates of the
like of Petrus Alfonsi (twelfth century), Nicholas Donin (thirteenth
century) and Pablo Christiani (d. 1274) were all product of the anti-
Maimonidean type of schooling.” Elsewhere 1 proposed that rather
than stopping assimilation, the anti-Maimonidean movement (1180-

1240) brought about mass defection from Judaism and the total col-
lapse of Iberian Jewry.”

The anti-Maimonidean movement was the effect of assimilation to
Christian patterns of thought and feeling, whereby the persecuted
adopts the spiritual and psychological apparatus of the persecutor.
Persecution creates the “others,” in religious terminology, “heretics™

not the other way around.” Responding to a mimetic impulse, the
anti-Maimonideans went on a witch-hunt in the pursuit of Jewish
“heretics,” precisely as Christians had engaged in the persecution of
men of the stature of Peter Abelard (1079-1153) and Thomas Aquinas
(1224/5-1274). Their source of inspiration were men like Bernard
of Clairvaux (1090-1153)—described as the “great detective of heresy”
and “the Father of Mysticism”—not the sages of Isracl." Take note
of the reason given by R. Solomon ibn Adrete (ca. 1235-ca. 1310)
for the ban against the Maimonideans. On July 26, 1305, he wrote:

Go into the far away lands inhabited by Canaanites [a code term for
“Christians”] and all gentiles! They would condemn them [the Mai-
monideans| as heretics, even for a single heresy and abomination that
they had written in their books . . . and they would tie them up in vine
branches and incinerate them till they turn into ashes!"

A mark of the anti-Maimonidean ideology (whereby zeal displaces
halakhah) is the sanction of violence as a legitimate means for the
implementation of “religion.” A strategic decision—with horrendous
consequences as of yet not fully explored by historians—was to
approach the ecclesiastical authorities to fight Jewish “heretics.” The

10



The Aftermath

Of the burning itself there is little that is certain except
that it occurred. David Kimhi, who was sick miles away in
Avila at the time, accused Solomon of being the informer and
claimed that Solomon had peddled his baggage of lies first
to the Franciscans, then to the Dominicans (who, surprisingly,
did nothing about it), finally to ““the Cardinal’” who ordered
an investigation and finally confiscation.’® The Cardinal

Someone, possibly some converted Jew aware of the roiling
controversy, denounced the Moreh and the Mada to a heresy
sensitive papal mission, or perhaps a heresy sensitive clergy
simply heard of the roiling argument and thought to make
the most of it. That the informer was any of the three scholar
protagonists of the anti-Maimonidean ban is doubtful.
Solomon and his disciples inadvertently prepared a witch’s
brew, but of the crime itself they were innocent.
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